






















































































































































establishing  the kinds of  relationships with  financial  institutions  that  lead  to qualifying  for  credit and 
developing assets. An estimated 22.2 million households or 56 million adults in the U.S. did not have a 
bank  account  in  2002. The  lack of a bank  account  is more pervasive  among  low‐income  families  than 
higher  income  families:  83%  of  families  without  bank  accounts  earn  less  than  $25,000  per  year. 
Furthermore, as many as 22% of  low‐income families—more than 8.4 million families earning  less than 
$25,000—do not have a checking or savings account. Families  in the  lowest  income group are even  less 
likely to have accounts. An estimated 29.1% of families with  incomes  in the  lowest twentieth percentile 
($10,300 or less) are without accounts, which is more than three times the median of 9.1% for all families. 
 
Classifying  households  as  either  banked  or  unbanked  is  conventional  in  the  literature  on  the  use  of 
financial services by low‐income households. However, a continuum that encompasses banked, formerly 
banked, underbanked, marginally banked, aspiring to bank, and unbanked better characterizes the way 











having  saved  in  the previous year. For households  in  the  lowest  income quintile  ($10,300 or  less),  the 
savings rate  is 30.0%. Furthermore,  the reasons  for saving differ among  income  levels, with  families at 






grants  for projects  in  twenty‐five states. The purpose of  the program was  to expand access  to  financial 















In response  to a request by CEP  for a study of participants  in  its First Accounts project,  the Center  for 
Impact Research  (CIR)  conducted  face‐to‐face  interviews with  77  First Accounts  participants  between 
August and October 2004. The sample  included First Accounts program participants who opened bank 
accounts  as well  as  participants who did  not  open  bank  accounts. The  information  obtained  in  these 
interviews provides  in‐depth  information about  the participants’  experiences  in  regard  to using banks 
and non‐bank  financial services, establishing and maintaining savings, and building assets. The survey 
data also covers attitudes about saving and managing household finances. The findings on these topics 
are useful  for better understanding  the needs and experiences of  low‐income households  in relation  to 
accessing  financial  services  and  opportunities  for  asset  development,  which  in  turn  can  be  used  to 









The  difficult  and  often  dire  financial  circumstances  that  characterize  the  households  of  many  First 




and unemployment. At  the  time of  the  survey nearly one‐half of  respondents were unemployed; one‐
third of respondents who were employed were at their current job for less than one year; and 28.2% were 
employed  for  less  than  three  months.  Unstable  employment  and  unpredictable  and  irregular  work 
schedules  lead  to  fluctuating  incomes  and  make  it  difficult  for  many  of  these  low‐wage  workers  to 
budget for normal household expenses—not to mention save for emergencies.  
  vi






currently  have  a  bank  account  but  had  an  account  in  the  past;  and  7.8%  never  had  an  account.  
Respondents who  currently  had  a  bank  account  had  significantly  higher monthly  household  incomes 
(median  of  $1,539;  mean  of  $1,680)  than  those  without  accounts  (median  of  $1,111;  mean  of  $1,147). 
Respondents with bank accounts were also marginally more likely to own a car, with 38% of those with 





an  account  and use  it until  the balance  runs down or  fees  accrue  and  the  account  is  then  closed. For 
example, 75% of respondents without a current account had one in past and 83% with a current account 




With  few  exceptions,  respondents  reported  being  satisfied with  their  treatment  at  banks.  Those with 
current and past accounts said the accounts helped them better manage their money, particularly noting 
that  they  used  their  accounts  for  cashing  checks,  paying  bills,  and  direct  deposit  of  paychecks. 
Respondents commonly said that savings accounts helped them focus on savings and that direct deposit 
to  checking  and  savings  accounts  means  having  less  cash  at  hand,  which  in  turn  helps  reduce 
unnecessary  spending.  Several  respondents  also  commented  on  the  emotional  benefits  of  having  an 
account, particularly the security and sense of accomplishment of having money in the bank.  
 











thirds  (62.2%) of  respondents currently were not saving  in a bank account; and  the  level of  those who 











Programs  to  promote  financial  literacy  and  access  to  bank  accounts  are  useful  and  needed.  Such 
programs  offer  a  pathway  to  other  financial  services,  including  credit  and  mortgages.  The 
recommendations presented here are based on  the data obtained by surveying participants  in  the First 
Accounts  Program.  They  pertain  to  program  and workshop  design  and  curriculum  development  for 
programs with objectives similar  to First Accounts—increasing skills  in personal  financial management 
and expanding knowledge of and access to financial and banking services. These recommendations are 















¾ Identify  key  issues  of  concern  to  participants.  Issues  pertinent  to  survey  respondents  include: 
banking and overdraft fees; car ownership, loans, and repairs; budgeting for utility, telephone, cable, 








household  to  learn about basic principles of personal  financial management and better understand 
























Survey  respondents  report  positive  attitudes  about  the  benefits  of  having  bank  accounts  and  their 
positive impact on money management. They also talk about the importance of saving and their efforts to 
save, with the belief that it is empowering to do so regardless of the amount. It must be kept in mind that 
given  the  high  levels  of  economic  hardship  and  low  levels  of  savings,  financial  education  and  bank 
accounts  in  of  themselves  have  limited  scope  for  substantially  improving  the  long‐term  financial 
prospects  of  the  majority  of  these  households.  However,  financial  education  and  access  to  banking 
initiatives should be an integral component of workforce development programs. 
 
Asset building  initiatives need  to  take  into account  the many positions along  the spectrum of  financial 
services,  from  no  bank  accounts  and  no  savings  to  fully  banked  with  regular  additions  to  savings. 
Building on an understanding of this spectrum, initiatives can explore opportunities to develop products 
and  services  that  leverage  the  reach  and  accessibility of non‐bank  financial  services. Furthermore,  the 
actual  financial  situations of households need  to  be  a  key  factor  for program development. With  this 
starting  point,  the  messages  and  expectations  of  financial  education  programs  will  be  respectful  of 
















establishing  the kinds of  relationships with  financial  institutions  that  lead  to qualifying  for  credit and 
developing assets.1 An estimated 22.2 million households or 56 million adults in the U.S. did not have a 
bank account  in 2002.2   The  lack of a bank account  is more pervasive among  low‐income  families  than 
higher  income  families:  83%  of  families  without  bank  accounts  earn  less  than  $25,000  per  year.3 
Furthermore, as many as 22% of  low‐income families—more than 8.4 million families earning  less than 
$25,000—do not have a checking or savings account.4 Families in the lowest income group are even less 
likely to have accounts. An estimated 29.1% of families with  incomes  in the  lowest twentieth percentile 
($10,300 or less) are without accounts, which is more than three times the median of 9.1% for all families.5 
 
Classifying  households  as  either  banked  or  unbanked  is  conventional  in  the  literature  on  the  use  of 
financial services by low‐income households. However, a continuum that encompasses banked, formerly 
banked, underbanked, marginally banked, aspiring to bank, and unbanked better characterizes the way 





































and  the  lack  of  a  regular  paycheck—is  a  much  larger  problem  than  fees  for  cashing  checks  and 
purchasing  money  orders  paid  by  persons  without  bank  accounts.  And  this  financial  stress  is  also 
experienced by persons with bank accounts who frequently run down  the balance  in  their account: “In 










Many  middle‐income,  minority  communities  in  suburban  Cook  County  experienced  declines  in  full 








Fees  can  make  it  costly  for  persons  who  carry  low  balances  to  have  a  bank  account.  Particularly 
burdensome  to  low‐income  account  holders  are  fees  related  to  overdrafts.  Although  it  costs  little  to 





















mortgages.  In  fact,  third  party  consulting  firms  aggressively  sell  bounce  protection  software  and 




Other  important banking practices reduce  the utility and access  to bank accounts  for persons with  low 
incomes. The  introduction of Check Clearing  for  the Twenty‐First Century  (Check 21)  in October 2004 





persons  whose  accounts  were  closed  for  such  reasons.  This  information  stays  on  record  with 
ChexSystems  for  five years. ChexSystems  currently has  records of 19  to 20 million accounts  that were 
closed  “for  cause”  by  banks.19 An  estimated  90%  of  banks  and  credit  unions  use ChexSystems when 
screening persons who want to open an account.20 Thus, regardless of their current financial situation or 
the specific circumstances leading to the closure of a past account “for cause,” a large number of formerly 




Non‐bank  financial  service  providers  such  as  check  cashing  outlets  (CCO),  payday  loan  stores, 
pawnshops,  rent‐to‐own  stores,  auto  title  lenders,  and  tax  preparation  services  offering  refund 
anticipation loans (RAL) are ubiquitous in low‐income communities. A study of such financial services in 





























the  advantage  of  retail  checking  relative  to  check  cashing  outlets  for  cash‐strapped  low‐income 
households. Thus, many households consider check cashing outlets a lower cost alternative to traditional 








Having  an  account  does  not  ensure  that  account  holders  are  able  to  save.  For  example,  although  an 
estimated 78.0% of families with an annual income less than $25,000 had bank accounts in 2001; 53.4% of 
this  income group  reported having  saved  in  the previous year.29 For households  in  the  lowest  income 
quintile ($10,300 or less), the savings rate is 30.0%. Furthermore, the reasons for saving and the timeframe 





in‐hand with welfare  reform:  “The  rationale  for  an  asset‐based  social  policy  is  that  assets  promote  a 



































Partnerships  between  financial  service providers,  community  organizations,  and public  agencies  have 
created innovative programs for promoting financial education and access to banking services, including 
Individual  Development  Accounts  (IDA),  Financial  Links  for  Low‐Income  People  (FLLIP),  and 
collaborations  between  banks  and  community  tax  preparation  (VITA)  programs.33  One  study  of  best 
practices  for  providing  banking  services  to  low‐income  consumers  and  the  financial  sustainability  of 
these services  identifies key features of such  initiatives: developing bank products specifically designed 






























grants  for projects  in  twenty‐five states. The purpose of  the program was  to expand access  to  financial 
















In response  to a request by CEP  for a study of participants  in  its First Accounts project,  the Center  for 




The  information  obtained  in  these  interviews  provides  in‐depth  information  about  the  participants’ 
experiences  in  regard  to  using  banks  and  non‐bank  financial  services,  establishing  and  maintaining 
savings,  and  building  assets.37  The  survey  data  also  covers  attitudes  about  saving  and  managing 
household  finances.  The  findings  on  these  topics  are  useful  for  better  understanding  the  needs  and 
experiences of  low‐income households  in  relation  to  accessing  financial  services  and opportunities  for 
asset  development,  which  in  turn  can  be  used  to  enhance  the  curriculum  of  financial  education 
workshops. However, it must be kept in mind that all except one of the survey participants in this study 
















After  reviewing  materials  on  the  First  Accounts  Program  as  well  as  studies  of  financial  education 
programs and financial services for low‐income households and consulting with CEP and other experts 
in  the  field, CIR developed and  tested  the  survey  instrument.38 The  survey  included both  closed‐  and 





Between August and October 2004, CIR administered 77  interviews  in Chicago at community  locations 
on the Southside and Westside and at CEP’s office in the central business district. Because the no‐show 
rate  for  interviews was  so  high, CIR was  unable  to  interview  100  participants  as was  planned.39 All 
survey  respondents  had  participated  in  the  First  Accounts  program.  The  survey  interviews  lasted 

































¾ About  one‐half  (50.6%)  of  respondents  were  working  at  the  time  of  the  interview;  49.4%  were 
unemployed. Over one‐quarter (28.2%) of those employed had been at their current job for less than 
three months. 
¾ The median  total household  income was $1,269; median  total household  employment  income was 
$1,651.  













Over  two‐thirds  of  the  sample  (68.8%)  were  not  currently  living  with  a  spouse  or  partner.  Married 













































of  respondents  (19.5%), a high  school degree or GED was  their highest educational attainment. About 





Table  1 
Age of Respondents 
 
 Frequency Percent
21-29 14 18.2% 
30-39 25 32.5% 
40-49 27 35.1% 
50-59 9 11.7% 
60-62 1 1.3% 
Missing information 1 1.3% 
n=77 
Table 2 
Marital Status of Respondents 
 
 Frequency Percent 
Never Been 
Married 39 50.6% 
 
Married 14 18.2% 
 
Divorced/ 
Separated 21 27.3% 
 












Employment Status by Household Composition 
 
 Frequency Percent 
Respondent is only adult in household   
Respondent-employed  11 14.3% 
Respondent-not employed 15 19.5% 
   
Respondent and partner only*   
Both employed 8 10.4% 
Respondent employed; partner not employed 2 2.6% 
Respondent not employed; partner employed 6 7.8% 
Both not employed 4 5.2% 
   
Respondent and other family members (not partner)   
Respondent and at least one other family member employed 5 6.5% 
Respondent employed; other family member(s) not employed 11 14.3% 
Respondent not employed ; other family member employed 4 5.2% 
Respondent and other family member(s) not employed 8 10.4% 
   
Respondent, partner, and other family members   
Respondent and partner employed; other family member(s) not 
employed 2 2.6% 
Family member(s) employed; respondent not employed; 
no information about partner’s employment status 1 1.3% 
 
n=77 
*One respondent who was not living with a partner but whose partner  




Of  the nearly one‐half of  respondents  (49.4%) or 38 people who were not employed at  the  time of  the 














Length of Time Unemployed 
 
 Frequency Percent
0-6 months 13 42.1%
7 months - 1 year 7 18.4%
13 months-3 years 8 21.1%
More than 3 years 2 5.3% 
Disabled 7 18.4%





























Type of Job 
 
 Frequency Percent
Administrative support 12 30.8%
Laborer/driver 10 25.6%
Caretaker 11 28.2%
Food services/retail 2 5.1% 
Social services 2 5.1% 
Self-employed professional 2 5.1% 
n=39 
Table 5 
Length of Time at Current Job 
 
 Frequency Percent 
Less than a year 13 33.3% 
1-3 years 7 17.9% 
More than 3 years 14 35.9% 
More than 10 years 5 12.8% 
n=39 
Table 6 
Hours of Work per Week 
 
 Frequency Percent 
8-20  6 15.4% 
21-30  6 15.4% 
31-40 19 48.7% 
41-50  3 7.7% 
51-60  2 5.1% 













Sources of Household Income 
 
 Frequency Percent 
Employment income: self 25 32.5% 
Employment income: other household member 11 14.3% 
Employment income : self and other household member 14 18.2% 
Income from non-employment sources*  20 26.0% 






either did not know  the employment  income of  their other household member or  refused  to give  this 











$200-500 2 5.0% 
$501-1,000 5 12.5% 
$1,001-1,500 10 25.0% 
$1,501-2,000 11 27.5% 
$2,001-2,500 6 15.0% 





In  addition  to  employment  income  respondents were  asked  about  a variety of other  types of  income. 












payment of $2,050. Those with children under 18  in  their households were significantly more  likely  to 































Six  respondents or 13.6% of  the households with  children  received  cash assistance, Temporary Aid  to 






           Receipt of Public Benefits by 





Food Stamps 68.2% 31.8% 
Medicaid/KidCare 63.6% 36.4% 
Child Care 
Assistance 27.3% 72.7% 
TANF 13.6% 86.4% 
n=44 
Table 10 
Receipt of Public Benefits by  





Food Stamps 58.4% 41.6% 
Medicaid/KidCare 45.5% 54.5% 
SSI 18.2% 81.8% 
Child Care 
Assistance 15.6% 84.4% 
Social Security 7.8% 92.2% 
TANF 7.8% 92.2% 
Unemployment 
Insurance 6.5% 93.5% 
Medicare* 2.6% 96.1% 
Veteran’s Benefits 2.6% 97.4% 
General Assistance 1.3% 98.7% 
n=77 
*One person was not sure if their household 





with  a  mean  of  $234  and  a  median  of  $145  per  month.    The  mean  monthly  household  income  of 






About one‐fourth  (27.3%) of  families with  children  received Childcare Assistance.42 Their monthly  co‐
payment  ranged  from $0  to $106, with a mean of $36 and a median of $24. For  families with children 















for  themselves or a  family member,  including  leukemia, post‐traumatic  stress disorder, mental  illness, 
fetal alcohol syndrome, asthma, and attention deficit disorder.  
 
Nearly one‐fifth  (18.2%) of  respondents  reported having a household member with a  severe disability 
who regularly required care, which in turn limited the respondent’s or other family member’s availability 
for  employment. One woman  said  that  she was  unable  to work  because  she  had  to  take  care  of  her 
mother  who  was  on  SSI:  “I  would  love  to  work;  right  now  Iʹm  taking  care  of  my  mother  with 




Five  respondents, 13.2% of  those currently unemployed and 6.5% of  the entire  sample, were  receiving 
























In  their comments about public benefits, several  respondents stated  that  they  thought being employed 
was a barrier to receiving public benefits. 
 
“[My  income  is  too high.] That’s why  I don’t get Food Stamps or KidCare. The only way  I  could get 
































Household’s Total Monthly Income45 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$140-250 8 10.4% 
$251-500 8 10.4% 
$501-750 11 14.3% 
$751-1,000 4 5.2% 
$1,001-1,500 10 13.0% 
$1,501-2,000 14 18.2% 
$2,001-2,500 9 11.7% 
$2,501+ 12 15.6% 
Missing 1 1.3% 
n=77   
 
 











































































Reported Monthly Household Expenses 
 






to household  56 73.5%  $430 $382 
Food* 55 71.4%  $256 $200 
Transportation 18 23.4%  $230 $170 
Educational expenses   6 7.8%  $184 $140 
Credit card expenses 18 23.4%  $141 $80 
Childcare expenses 16 20.0%  $139 $86 
Utilities 47 61.0%  $117 $77 
Phone, cable, Internet 59 76.6%  $81 $67 
Donations 49 63.6%  $76 $50 
Insurance**   8 10.4%  $61 $40 
Medical expenses 44 57.1%  $52 $25 
 
*If the respondent did not provide a figure for food expenses, but reported monthly Food 
Stamp receipt, that figure was used as an estimate of food expenses. 
**Primarily life insurance. Does not include health insurance for children or automobile 




















































Payer of Rent or Mortgage 
 
 Frequency Percent
Rent: Self and/or household member  59 76.6% 
Mortgage: Self and/or household member 6 7.8% 
House/condo owed by self or family 6 7.8% 
CHA, Section 8, other housing program 4 5.2% 
Live where I work 1 1.3% 









































































More  than one‐third  (35.1%) of  respondents  reported owing money  for healthcare or prescriptions  for 
themselves or other  family members,  ranging  from $3  for a prescription  to $50,000  for hospitalization, 




About  one‐third  (36.4%)  of  the  44  families  with  children  reported  some  childcare  expense,  and  an 
















Several  respondents  referred  to  educational  expenses.  Eleven  respondents  reported  current  college 
enrollment.  Six  persons  mentioned  educational  expenses  ranging  from  $12.50  to  $440  per  month, 
including  books  and  supplies,  tuition,  or  loan  payments,  with  a  mean  of  $155  and  median  of  $114. 
Comments indicate that inadequate financial resources are a barrier to educational opportunities. 
Table 15 
Typical Monthly Healthcare 




$0 29 37.7% 
$0.67-10 13 16.9% 
$11-25 9 11.7% 
$26-50 8 10.4% 
$51-100 8 10.4% 
$101-300 5 6.5% 
Don't know/ refused 5 6.5% 
n=77 
Table 16 
Amount Owed for Healthcare 
Services or Prescriptions 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0 46 59.7% 
$3-100 3 3.9% 
$101-300 7 9.1% 
$301-1000 11 14.3% 
$1,000-50,000 7 9.1% 











Respondents  offered  a  broad  range  of  comments  about  student  loans,  with  a  number  expressing  an 
























insurance  for  themselves; one person paid  for  insurance  for her children. Seventy‐five percent paid  for 










Of  those making monthly  donations,  90.0%  gave  at  least  a  portion  of  their  donations  to  a  church  or 






gross  income of  those making donations  to a church or  religious organization. A  larger portion of  the 
smaller  donations  went  to  nonreligious  organizations,  and  many  respondents  who  reported  making 
multiple donations gave more to religious than nonreligious organizations.  
 
Income  was  not  an  indicator  of  whether  or  not  a  person  donated  money.  Similar  percentages  of 
respondents donated at all income levels. Among those who did donate, income was an indicator of how 





















Over  one‐half  (53.2%)  of  respondents  reported  having  health  insurance;  46.8%  did  not  have  health 
insurance. Of those with health insurance, 39.0% were insured through their employer; one person (2.4%) 
was  insured  through  the  spouse’s  employer; and 58.6%  received Medicaid. There was no  relationship 
between  whether  an  individual  worked  and  if  that  person  was  insured.  Furthermore  there  was  no 












Monthly Charitable Donations 
 
 Donations to all        
organizations  
Donations to religious 
organizations 
 Frequency Percent  Frequency Percent 
$ 0 27 35.10%  32 41.60% 
$2-25 15 19.50%  11 14.30% 
$26-50 9 10.40%  10 13.00% 
$51-100 13 16.90%  8 10.40% 
$101-200 4 5.20%  5 6.50% 
$201-400 5 6.50%  4 5.20% 
Amt not specified 4 5.20%  7 9.10% 




















 Times this occurred in previous 12 months   















Had to borrow from a relative or friend to 
pay bills and/or buy food 52 14 4 4 3 25 32.5% 
By the last week in the month, no money 
left to buy food for self and children 59 9 3 3 3 18 23.4% 
The electricity or gas was cut off in 
apartment because a bill wasn't paid 67 10 0 0 0 10 13.0% 
Someone in household could not get the 
medical treatment they needed or 
ignored pain or illness because of 
medical costs 
68 4 3 2 0 9 11.7% 
Had to get a payday loan to pay for basic 
necessities such as food, light or heat 
bills, or pay rent to avoid eviction. 
73 4 0 0 0 4 5.2% 
Evicted or foreclosed because of missing 
















































their basic needs  (food,  rent, and utilities). For  some of  these borrowers,  the  loans were extended and 
increased over time. For example, one person commented, “I’ve taken three cycles out from one original 















































Number of Times Respondent 
Made a Loan of $20 or More in 
Previous 12 Months 
 
 Frequency Percent 
0 times 44  59.7% 
1-4 times 14 18.2% 
4-6 times 9 11.7% 
7-12 times 5 6.5% 
13-52 times 2 2.6% 
53+ times 1 1.3% 
Don’t know 2 2.6% 
 n = 77 
Table 19 
Number of Times Respondent Was 
Asked for a Loan of $20 or More in 
Previous 12 Months 
 
 Frequency Percent 
0 times 38 49.4% 
1-4 times 9 11.7% 
4-6 times 9 11.7% 
7-12 times 7 9.1% 
13-52 times 7 9.1% 
53+ times 7 9.1% 
n=77 
Table 21 
Total Amount Loaned by 
Respondent in Previous 
 12 Months 
 
 Frequency Percent
$20-50 7 27.6% 
$51-100 5 15.2% 
$101-300 10 30.3% 
$301-1,000 6 18.2% 
$10,000  1 3.0% 
Don't know 4 12.1% 
n = 33 
   26
 
months was $227 and  the median was $155.50   Four people or 12.1% of  those who  lent money did not 
know the total amount they had lent in previous 12 months.  
 































Reasons for Loan  
 
 Frequency Percent* 
Transportation 15 45.5% 
Food 5 15.2% 
Personal items 5 15.2% 
Kids 3 9.1% 
Laundry 3 9.1% 
Had no money 3 9.1% 
College 2 6.1% 
Rent 1 3.0% 
Bill 1 3.0% 
Medicine 1 3.0% 
Home improvements 1 3.0% 
Don't know/didn't ask 17 51.5% 
n=33 
*Total exceeds 100% because respondents could 










come  through. Even my daughter—sheʹs 25—sheʹll tell me,  ‘Momma, you shouldnʹt do  that, you know 
you’re going to need it for yourself.’”  
“If I had it to give then I would loan it.”  


















In most  cases, when  respondents  said  that  they did not  consider  saying  “no”  to  a  loan,  it was  either 
because of the personal connection to the borrower, e.g., they knew that there was a dire need or it was an 


























































The parallels between  the  financial  situations of  respondents and  those  to whom  they  loan money are 
reflected  in  the  similarity of  the  reasons  they  reported  for borrowing money  and  loaning  it  to others. 
Nearly  one‐half  (46.3%)  of  respondents  said  they  had  borrowed  money  to  pay  for  transportation 
expenses. With a few expensive exceptions, most of these respondents said they had borrowed money to 




 Number of Times Respondent 
Borrowed Money from Family and 
Friends in Previous 12 Months 
 
 Frequency Percent 
0 times 36 46.8% 
1-2 times 23 29.9% 
3-4 times 12 15.6% 
5-10 times 4 5.2% 
24 times 1 1.3% 
Don't know 1 1.3% 
n=77  
Table 24 
Total Amount Respondent Borrowed from 
Family and Friends in Previous 12 Months
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0 36 46.8% 
$10-50 14 18.2% 
$51-100 9 11.7% 
$101-300 9 11.7% 
$301-1,000 5 6.5% 
$1,000-1,400 1 1.3% 













Respondents’ Reasons for Borrowing 
 
 Frequency Percent* 
Transportation 19 46.3% 
Bills 12 29.3% 
Kids 7 17.1% 
No money 5 12.2% 
Personal items 4 9.8% 
Food 3 7.3% 
Laundry 3 7.3% 
Bad circumstances 3 7.3% 
Rent 2 4.9% 
Medicine 2 4.9% 
Move into apartment 1 2.4% 
Start a business 1 2.4% 
n=41 
*The total exceeds 100% because respondents could 


















other  sources,  including  banks,  churches,  pawnshops,  credit  cards,  insurance  policies,  and  payday 
lenders. The size of these loans ranged from $30 to $4,000, with a mean of $908, and a median of $200. The 
two  largest amounts  that  respondents reported borrowing were $3,500 and $4,000  (borrowed against a 
checking  account  and  credit  card  respectively);  the  two  smallest  amounts  were  $30  each  from  a 
pawnshop. At  the  time of  the survey, 40.0% of  those who had borrowed  from one of  these places had 
   30
 


































“I  think  it’s  best  that  people  try  to  stay  out  of  borrowing  money  from  places  like  payday  loans  or 













Other Sources of Loans 
 
 Frequency Percent 
Mean $ Amount 
of Loan 
Payday Loan 4 36.4%    400
Bank 2 18.2%       1,850
Pawnshop 2 18.2% 30
Credit Card 1 9.1%       4,000
Insurance Policy 1 9.1%          500













Typical Monthly Credit Card Balance 
  
Table 28 
Typical Monthly Credit Card Payment
 
 Frequency Percent   Frequency  Percent 
$0  4 17.4%  $0  3 13.0% 
$70-500 8 34.8%  $15-50 6 26.1% 
$501-2500 2 8.7%  $51-250 2 8.7% 
$2,501-10,000 4 17.4%  $251-650 1 4.3% 
$10,001-30,000 2 8.7%  Don't pay 5 21.7% 
Don't know/ 
missing information 3 13.0%  
Don't know/ 
missing information 4 17.4% 
n=23    n=23   
 
 
Over  one‐tenth  (11.7%)  of  respondents  had  a  store  or  gas  charge  cards,  although  many  reported 




























currently  have  a  bank  account  but  had  an  account  in  the  past;  and  7.8%  never  had  an  account.  
Respondents who  currently  had  a  bank  account  had  significantly  higher monthly  household  incomes 
(median  of  $1,539;  mean  of  $1,680)  than  those  without  accounts  (median  of  $1,111;  mean  of  $1,147). 
Respondents with bank accounts were also marginally more likely to own a car, with 38% of those with 























Never Had an Account                                                    No Current Account:  
                                                                                         Had Account in Past 
n=6                                                                         n = 18 
Reason  
Relevant or 
Very Relevant  Very Relevant Relevant 
Not 
Relevant  Very Relevant Relevant 
Not 
Relevant 
I don't have enough money 66.7%  33.3% 16.7% 50.0%  22.2% 50.0% 27.8% 
The bank turned me down 
because of a bad credit record. 37.5%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  33.3% 16.7% 50.0% 
I don't like using ATMs or Cash 
machines 20.8%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  5.6% 22.2.% 72.2% 
The bank's services are not 
worth the fees 16.7%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  0.0% 22.2% 77.8% 
I'm not familiar with the process 
of how to get an account. 12.5%  0.0% 33.3% 66.7%  5.6% 0.0% 94.4% 
I've never used banks much 
before, and don't know if I really 
need them 12.5%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  0.0% 16.7% 83.3% 
Bank locations are not 
convenient 8.3%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  0.0% 11.1% 88.9% 
I think someone else might use 
my account and take my money 8.3%  0.0% 16.7% 83.3%  0.0% 5.6% 94.4% 
Bank hours are not convenient 4.2%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  5.6% 0.0% 94.4% 
I don't like the way banks treat 
me 4.2%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  5.6% 0.0% 94.4% 
I don't trust banks with my 
money 4.2%  0.0% 0.0% 100.0%  0.0% 5.6% 94.4% 
The people close to me don't 




























“I had  two overdrawn accounts with Mid‐America. They will give me another account  if  I get  the bill 
paid. I was turned down by First Accounts.”  
“I  think  they should have a system where  if you have bad credit you can still get an account. Because 
right now, if they run and see that you have bad credit or something, they’re not going to give it to you.”  










Over one‐fourth  (27.8%) or  five  respondents who had  accounts  in  the past  said  that not  liking  to use 
ATMs  was  relevant  or  very  relevant  to  why  they  did  not  currently  have  accounts;  none  of  the 
respondents who never had an account said this was relevant to them. Those who never had an account 
commented about being charged for using ATMs, as well as the convenience and hassle of using them. 


































a  relevant  reason  for not having  an  account. People made  comments  about high  transaction  fees  and 












































Two  people  who  had  accounts  in  the  past  agreed  that  banks  not  being  conveniently  located  was  a 
relevant  reason  for  them not having accounts. None of  those without accounts  in  the past  found bank 




One man who  had  had  an  account  in  the  past  said  that  bank  hours  not  being  convenient was  very 
relevant to why he didn’t have an account. No one else said this was a relevant reason for not having a 










that  someone  else might  take  their money was  a  relevant  reason  for not having  an  account. Another 














him was  very  relevant  to why  he did  not  have  an  account:  “I wrote  a  check…it  came  through  three 


































































“Improvements  like  helping  to  finance  a  nice  financial  dream  thatʹs  a  stable  venture  like  starting  a 
business.”  
“[The] convenience of online banking.”  






















Past Bank Accounts 
 
 
Type of Past Account Have Current Account Do Not Have Current Account Total 
 Frequency Percent* Frequency Percent* Frequency Percent* 
Checking Account 37** 69.8% 17 70.8% 54 70.1% 
Savings Account  29*** 54.7% 12***** 50.0% 41 53.2% 
Current account only 9 17.0% N/A --- 9 11.7% 
Never had an account N/A --- 6 25.0% 6 7.8% 
 n=53  n=24  n=77  
 
*Percentages in excess of 100% because many respondents had multiple types of past accounts. 
**Includes 7 persons who had both individual and joint checking accounts. 
***Includes 2 persons who had both individual and joint savings accounts. 
****Includes 1 person who had both individual and joint savings accounts. 
 
 







they had no money or  insufficient  funds  to keep  it open. Several others closed  their checking accounts 
because they overdrew the account and could not pay the fees, or they paid the fees but were angry about 
them and closed  the account. Twelve people said  they either did not understand  the bank’s policies or 
they were missing important information that would have helped them maintain an account. 
 
Respondents who had an account  in  the past were significantly more  likely  than  those who had never 
had a bank account  to say  they  that  they did not have an account now because  they had been  turned 
away because of a bad credit rating. One‐half (50.0%) of those who had accounts in the past said that this 











































Type of Account and Reason It Was Closed 
 
 Individual Checking Joint Checking Individual Savings Joint Savings
Lost Job 4 7.4% 0 0.0% 5 12.2% 0 0.0% 
No Money 14 25.9% 1 14.3% 17 41.5% 0 0.0% 
Overdrawn 11 20.4% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 
Moved 5 9.3% 1 14.3% 1 2.4% 0 0.0% 
Money Taken by the Bank 2 3.7% 0 0.0% 3 7.3% 0 0.0% 
Switched Banks/Credit 
Unions/Consolidated 
Accounts 3 5.6% 0 0.0% 3 7.3% 0 0.0% 
Didn't understand the Bank 
Policy/Missing Information 11 20.4% 0 0.0% 1 2.4% 0 0.0% 
Didn't like the Bank 1 1.9% 0 0.0% 3 7.3% 0 0.0% 
Don't Remember 3 5.6% 1 14.3% 2 4.9% 0 0.0% 
Significant Other/Business 
Partner's Fault 0 0.0% 3 42.9% 0 0.0% 1 33.3%
Separation 0 0.0% 1 14.3% 0 0.0% 1 33.3%
Checking Account Closed 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 6 14.6% 0 0.0% 
Inactivity 0 0.0% 0 0.0%  0 0.0%  1 33.3%




We  asked  people who  had  accounts  in  the  past  but  did  not  currently  have  an  account  if  having  an 





Ways Having an Account Changed How You Managed Money 
 
 Frequency Percent 
More aware of spending/saved more,  
no fees for cashing checks 9 50.0% 
Had a job then and could maintain it 4 22.2% 
Made it worse 2 11.1% 
Did not change things 3 16.7% 

























A  couple of  respondents  said  that having  accounts did  them more harm  than good. These  comments 








Finally,  the  respondents who  told us  that having an account did not change  their money management 
practices mostly said this was because there was not a lot of money in the account. 
 




“It  didnʹt  change  because  there  wasnʹt  too  much  money  there  to  take  out,  because  when  [I  had  the 





Nearly  three‐fifths  (58.5%) of  the 53 respondents with active accounts had  two or more accounts;  two‐







Type of Current Accounts 
 
One Account 
n = 22 
 Individual Checking Joint Checking Individual Saving 
Total 
Accounts 13 1 8 
First Acct 8 1 7 
     
Two Accounts 
n = 29 
 
Individual Checking 
& Joint Checking 
Individual Checking 
& Individual Savings 
Joint Checking & 
Individual 
Savings 
Individual Savings  
& Joint Savings 
Total 
Accounts 1 25 2 1 
First 
Accounts 1- Both are FA 
19 –Both are FA 
2-Checking is FA 
2-Savings is FA 
2-*** 1-Both are FA *** 
     
Three Accounts  




& Joint Savings 
Joint Checking,  
Individual Savings  
& Joint Savings 
Total 
Accounts 1 1 
First Acct 1 missing information 
   
Total for Each Account Type 
n = 53 
 Individual Checking Joint Checking 
Individual 
Savings Joint Savings 
Total 
Accounts 40 5 38 3 

























































tore  it up. When  I need  to make a withdrawal  I  just go  to  the bank or use my debit.  Itʹs discipline  for 
myself. If youʹre constantly going to the ATM, thatʹs fees, and thereʹs no ShoreBank by my house.” 





























“If  I  have  an  overdraft  fee  and  I  use  the  bank  to  cash  a  check,  theyʹll  take  the whole  check  for  the 
overdraft fee.” 
“Banking  is much  better  because  of  the  charges  you  incur  at  a  currency  exchange.  But  the  currency 
exchange is cheaper for money orders. If they gave me checks itʹd be different.” 









Accessing Financial Services 
 
 Bank ATMs Currency Exchange 
 Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 
Never 9 17.0% 20 37.7% 28 52.8% 
Less than twice a month 11 20.8% 4 7.5% 16 30.2% 
2-3 times per month 25 47.2% 17 32.1% 4 7.5% 
4-7 times per month 8 15.1% 8 15.1% 4 7.5% 







































Respondents were asked a series of questions about  their accounts and how  they used  them. Common 
responses  referred  to basic  checking  functions  such as  cashing  checks and writing  checks  to pay bills. 
About two‐thirds (65.9%) of respondents with checking accounts said they used them to pay bills; 15.9% 
said they cashed checks with their bank account; 11.4% said they rarely used their account or not at all. 





about money  and  expenses; many  said  that keeping money  in  the bank  limited  their  access  to  it  and 



































































“It  makes  life  simpler  as  far  as  not  having  to  deal  with  cash.  Itʹs  safer  too,  since  Iʹm  out  on  public 
transportation.” 
“[I use  the bank]  instead of going  to  a  currency  exchange,  I  feel  safer. To me  itʹs  I  just donʹt  like  the 
demeanor in the currency exchange.” 













A  little  over  two‐thirds  (68.2%)  of  people  with  current  checking  accounts  said  there  were  no 
disadvantages  to having checking accounts; 29.5% said  their were disadvantages; and one person who 
was not sure said, “I have  to use  it more before  I  find out.  Iʹve experienced a  savings account but not 
checking.”   
 








“If you make  just enough money and  the checking charges extreme  fees—I had an overdraft of a  little 






















“Havenʹt  ran  into  any problems. First Accounts  is different,  they donʹt  let you misuse your money.  It 


















































they did not  touch  the money  in  their  savings account  so having  it did not affect  their daily  financial 
situation. Others said they had a minimal balance and were not adding deposits to their savings account. 
 























“When you have money  in  the bank you donʹt  spend  it quite as  fast as  if you have  it at home. When 







“Buying  a  house,  for  institutions  that  measure  savings  as  a  means  of  assigning  credit  and  also 
psychologically training myself in saving.” 


































“Earning  interest on your money since savings accounts normally pay  interest. Plus  it helps with your 
credit reference.” 














Eleven percent  (10.5%) of people with  an  active  savings account  thought  there were disadvantages  to 





























































deposit  and  once  their  checks  stopped  coming  they  received  overdraft  fees  and  had  to  close  their 
accounts. 
 
“It was  direct  deposit  so  the  account  closed  because  I  didnʹt  have  any  funds  to  put  in  there.  It was 
overdrawn and I asked them to just close it.” 











Over one‐half  (51.9%) of respondents reported having a bank account with more  than $100  in  the past 
that has since been closed. Those with past accounts reported that they had saved on average between $0 



















were not  currently  saving  in a bank account. Among  these  respondents,  the average monthly  savings 


















Respondents with  current accounts  reported having  saved  in  the previous 12 months between $0 and 






Monthly Savings in Past Accounts 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0-50 5 12.5% 
$51-100 18 45.0% 
$101-250 6 15.0% 
$251-500 7 17.5% 
Over $500 1 2.5% 
Don’t know 3 7.5% 
n=40  10.0% 
Table 36 
Largest Amount Saved in Past Account 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$100-250 1 2.5% 
$251-500 4 10.0% 
$501-1000 7 17.5% 
$1,001-2,500 17 42.5% 
$2,501-5,000 3 7.5% 
$5,001-10,000 2 5.0% 
$10,000-15,500 4 10.0% 
Don’t know 2 5.0% 
n=40 
Table 37 
Average Monthly Savings in  
Current Account 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0-50 10 34.5% 
$51-100 5 17.2% 
$101-250 6 20.7% 
$251-500 3 10.3% 
$501-3,500 1 3.4% 
Don't know/refused/



























savings  soon;  three  respondents  (10.3%)  either  said  they didn’t  know  or didn’t  answer  if  they would 
spend their savings. Two of the five respondents who planned to spend said they would spend one‐half 
of  their  savings within  the next  12 months  the  other  three  respondents planned  to  spend  their  entire 























Total Savings in Current Account 
 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0-250 13 44.8% 
$251-500 4 13.8% 
$501-1000 3 10.3% 
$1,001-2,500 1 3.4% 
$2,501-5,000 1 3.4% 
$5,001-10,000 1 3.4% 
$10,001-27,500 1 3.4% 
Refused/ 
Missing information 5 17.2% 
n=29 
Table 38 
Savings During Previous 12 Months in  
Current Account 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0-250 11 37.9% 
$251-500 3 10.3% 
$501-1,000 6 20.7% 
$1,001-2,500 4 13.8% 
$2,501-10,000 1 3.4% 
$10,001-12,000 1 3.4% 
Don't know/refused/ 
missing information 3 10.3% 
n=29 
Table 41 
Largest Amount Saved  
Not Using Bank Account 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0-100 2 15.4% 
$101-250 3 23.1% 
$251-500 6 46.2% 
$501-1,000 1 7.7% 
$1,001-2,200 1 7.7% 
n=13   
Table 40 
Average Monthly Savings:  
Not Using Bank Account 
 
 Frequency Percent 
$0-25 5 38.5% 
$26-50 4 30.8% 
$51-110 3 23.1% 




Respondents who were not currently  saving  in an account,  said  that  the  largest amount  that  they had 
ever saved without using a bank account ranged from $30 to $2,200, with a mean amount of $477 and a 
median  amount  of  $300.  Two‐thirds  (69.2%)  of  the  respondents  said  this  amount  was  $400  or  less. 










of  eleven  statements  about  reasons  that  people  might  save  and  reasons  that  people  might  not  save. 
Respondents were  then  asked  to  rate whether  these  statements were  “Very Relevant,”  “Relevant,”  or 




The  following responses about reasons  for saving were made by  the 48 respondents  (62.3%) who were 





Reasons for Saving: Not Currently Saving in a Bank Account 
 
 Very Relevant Relevant Not Relevant 
To make me feel more secure to know 
I have my own money in the bank 58.3% 33.3% 8.3% 
For emergencies or crises 41.7% 43.8% 14.6% 
For my child's education 39.6% 35.4% 25.0% 
To buy a home 45.8% 27.1% 27.1% 
To have money for rent 43.8% 22.9% 33.3% 
For my retirement 39.6% 27.1% 33.3% 
For a vacation 18.8% 43.8% 37.5% 
For my own education* 17.0% 44.7% 38.3% 
In case of illness 25.0% 35.4% 39.6% 
To buy a car 29.2% 25.0% 45.8% 









Of  those not currently  saving  in a bank account, 91.7%  said  saving  in a bank  to  feel more  secure was 
























“They happen  all  the  time. So you  can never  save  enough  for  them, but  that’s  a very valid  reason  to 
save.” 





education was  relevant or very  relevant; 25.0%  said  it was not  relevant. The  relevance was higher  for 









“I want  them  to go  to college. They need money,  financial assistance  to go  to college and  further  their 
education.” 


















controlled by 10% of  the people and  the educational  system  is designed  to have you be mentally and 










“After  so  many  years,  I’m  tired  of  paying  people’s  rent.  If  I  pass  on,  I  want  to  leave  my  children 
something so they’ll always have a place to stay. That’s my biggest concern.” 
“It’s the American Dream, ain’t it?” 































Two‐thirds (66.7%) of  those not currently saving  in bank accounts  found  it relevant or very relevant  to 






































































for a  car was  relevant or very  relevant; 45.8%  said  it was not  relevant. Comments were  split between 































Respondents who do not currently save  in bank accounts stated several other reasons  that  they would 
like to save. They would save to have money to buy Christmas and birthday gifts; spending on kids; a 











Reasons for Not Saving:  Not Currently Saving in Banks 
 
 Very Relevant Relevant Not Relevant 
I spend all my money on basic necessities 
 for myself and my family 44.7% 38.3% 17.0% 
I have debts to pay off* 21.7% 30.4% 47.8% 
The amount would be small* 13.0% 17.4% 69.6% 
It's hard for me to keep it when my  
friends and family need it 0.0% 14.9% 85.1% 
I never learned to save 4.3% 8.5% 87.2% 
I don't know a good way to keep my savings* 6.5% 4.3% 89.1% 
 n=47 
*n = 46 

































that  they would be able  to save was a relevant or very relevant reason  for not saving; over  two‐thirds 
















Of  those  not  saving  in  a  bank  account,  14.9%  considered  that  the  difficulty  of  keeping money when 
friends  and  family  needed  to  be  relevant  for  not  saving;  no  one  considered  it  very  relevant. A  large 


































Of  those respondents not currently saving  in a bank, 10.9% said  that not knowing a good way  to keep 
their  savings was  relevant or very  relevant; 89.1%  said  it was not  relevant. Most  comments expressed 



























Reasons for Saving: Currently Saving in a Bank Account 
 
 Very Relevant Relevant Not Relevant 
To make me feel more secure to 
know I have my own money in the bank 41.4% 58.6% 0.0% 
For emergencies or crises 27.6% 55.2% 17.2% 
That's what I was taught to do 13.8% 51.7% 34.5% 
To have money for rent 27.6% 31.0% 41.4% 
For my child's education 31.0% 24.1% 44.8% 
To buy a home 27.6% 27.6% 44.8% 
For an illness 17.2% 37.9% 44.8% 
For my retirement* 28.6% 21.4% 50.0% 
For my own education 13.8% 24.1% 62.1% 
For a vacation 10.3% 24.1% 65.5% 
To buy a car 17.2% 10.3% 72.4% 
 n=29 
*n=28  






















































Over  one‐half  (55.2%)  of  respondents  currently  saving  in  a  bank  said  that  saving  for  their  children’s 








































One‐half  (50.0%) of  the  respondents  said  saving  for  retirement was  relevant or very  relevant; one‐half 
said it was not relevant. Respondents expressed a range of attitudes about retirement, for the most part 























































The 29  respondents who do have current bank accounts were asked whether  the  following statements 
about reasons that people do not save more money were very relevant, relevant, or not relevant to their 

















Over one‐half  (55.2%) of  respondents  currently  saving  in a bank  said  that not  saving more because of 









Reasons for Not Saving More: Those Currently Saving in the Bank 
 
Reason  Very Relevant Relevant Not Relevant 
I spend most of it on basic necessities 
for myself and my family 31.0% 24.1% 44.8% 
I have debts to pay off 13.8% 34.5% 51.7% 
The amount would be small 0.0% 17.2% 82.8% 
It's hard for me to keep it when 
my friends and family need it 3.4% 10.3% 86.2% 
n=29 










Nearly  one‐half  (48.3%)  of  respondents  currently  saving  in  a  bank  account  said  having  debt  was  a 
























Not  saving because of  the pressure of  the needs of  friends  and  family members was  relevant or very 




















The  recommendations presented here are based on  the data obtained by  surveying participants  in  the 
First Accounts Program. They pertain to program and workshop design and curriculum development for 
programs with objectives similar  to First Accounts—increasing skills  in personal  financial management 
and expanding knowledge of and access to financial and banking services. These recommendations are 
applicable  to programs designed  for participants with  low  incomes, unstable employment, and  limited 
experience  with  banking  services.    As  mentioned  earlier  in  reference  to  the  survey  findings,  when 
reviewing  these  recommendations  it must be kept  in mind  that all but one of  the  survey  respondents 
were  African  American.  Thus,  these  recommendations  reflect  the  experiences  of  African  American 






The  difficult  and  often  dire  financial  circumstances  that  characterize  the  households  of  many  First 
Accounts participants need be  the starting point  for making  financial education workshops  relevant  to 
their daily life experiences. The low incomes of respondents in this study (median total household income 







Health  problems  of  respondents  and  their  household  members  also  negatively  impact  employment 
security. Among  respondents, 9.1%  reported having a disability and were not currently employed and 
18.2%  reported  having  a  household member with  a  severe disability  that  regularly  requires  care  and 
















Programs  such  as EITC, Foods Stamps,  child  care assistance, and medical assistance offer  low‐income 
families  access  to  much  needed  resources.    Tools  such  as  RealBenefits,  which  can  be  accessed  at 
community organizations, and other online resources allow persons to be screened and apply for a range 




receive benefits as a  result of  learning about  them  in  the First Accounts workshop. Other  respondents 





¾ Identify  key  issues  of  concern  to  participants.  Issues  pertinent  to  survey  respondents  include: 
banking and overdraft fees; car ownership, loans, and repairs; budgeting for utility, telephone, cable, 








household  to  learn about basic principles of personal  financial management and better understand 




The  topic  of  home  ownership  was  of  considerable  interest  to  respondents,  with  a  small  proportion 
(15.6%)  reporting  that  they  already were  living  in  a  house  or  condominium  owned  by  themselves  or 
another household member. The majority said that purchasing a home was a reason they were currently 



























A  small  portion  of  respondents  (7.5%)  own  life  insurance.  It  is  not  clear  from  the  data  how  much 
respondents  know  about  the different  types  of  life  insurance,  and  their  associated  costs  and  benefits. 









Two‐fifths (40.1%) of respondents  loaned $20 or more to a family member or friend at  least once  in the 
previous 12 months, with $155 as  the median annual  total amount  loaned. About one‐half  (51.9%) said 
that they had borrowed $20 from a family member or friend at least once in the previous 12 months, with 
22.1% having borrowed  three  times or more  in  the past 12 months, and a median annual  total amount 
borrowed  of  $100. Curriculum development  should  incorporate discussion  of  these  informal  financial 




About one‐third  (29.9%) of  respondents have credit cards. The majority of  those with credit cards said 
they were able to make at  least their minimum monthly payments. A few however said that they have 

































With  few  exceptions,  respondents  reported  being  satisfied with  their  treatment  at  banks.  Those with 
current and past accounts said the accounts helped them better manage their money, particularly noting 
that  they  used  their  accounts  for  cashing  checks,  paying  bills,  and  direct  deposit  of  paychecks. 
Respondents commonly said that savings accounts helped them focus on savings and that direct deposit 
to checking and savings accounts means having less cash at hand, which in turn helps limit unnecessary 
spending.  Several  respondents  also  commented  on  the  emotional  benefits  of  having  an  account, 
particularly the security and sense of accomplishment of having money in the bank.  
 











thirds  (62.2%) of  respondents currently were not saving  in a bank account; and  the  level of  those who 












an  account  and use  it until  the balance  runs down or  fees  accrue  and  the  account  is  then  closed. For 
example, 75% of respondents without a current account had one in past and 83% with a current account 
had a different account  in past  that had been closed.  In addition  to having overdrawn  the account,  the 
reasons respondents gave for closing their accounts were similar to the reasons of those who did not have 
a current account:  insufficient resources  to maintain  the account and confusion about  fees and policies. 
Furthermore, some respondents mentioned that they had to close their accounts when they lost their job 
because they had no income and spent down their balance. A couple of respondents expressed confusion 






personal  information. However,  these comments did not  specify  if  these concerns  related  to misuse of 







Programs  to  promote  financial  literacy  and  access  to  bank  accounts  are  useful  and  needed.  Such 
programs offer a pathway to mainstream financial services, including credit and mortgages. 
 
However,  the  common  denominator  among  the  First  Accounts  participants  in  this  study  is  chronic 
financial stress arising from unstable employment, low wages, high rents, and little if any savings. Survey 
respondents  reported positive  attitudes  about  the  benefits  of having  bank  accounts  and  their positive 
impact on money management. They also talked about the importance of saving and their efforts to save, 
with the belief that it is empowering to do so regardless of the amount. In many cases savings are short‐
term—for  the  next  emergency  or  to  pay  rent.  It must  be  kept  in mind  that  given  the  high  levels  of 
economic hardship and  low  levels of  savings,  financial  education  and bank accounts  in of  themselves 
have limited scope for substantially improving the long‐term financial prospects of the majority of these 
households.  However,  financial  education  and  access  initiatives  should  be  an  integral  component  of 
workforce development programs. 
 
Asset building  initiatives need  to  take  into account  the many positions along  the spectrum of  financial 
services,  from  no  bank  accounts  and  no  savings  to  fully  banked  with  regular  additions  to  savings. 
Building on an understanding of this spectrum, initiatives can explore opportunities to develop products 
and  services  that  leverage  the  reach  and  accessibility of non‐bank  financial  services. Furthermore,  the 
actual  financial  situations of households need  to  be  a  key  factor  for program development. With  this 
starting  point,  the  messages  and  expectations  of  financial  education  programs  will  be  respectful  of 


















Founded  in  1975,  the Center  for  Impact Research  (CIR)  focuses  its work  on  issues  of 
economic  and  social  justice. CIR uses  community‐based  research  to  advocate  for  and 
achieve changes in public policy and programs. CIR works collaboratively with diverse 
partners,  who  are  all  striving  to  eliminate  the  fundamental  causes  of  poverty  and 
injustice. CIR  currently works  in  four  project  areas: Working  Families; Children  and 
Adolescents; Seniors; and Alternatives to Incarceration. 
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